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Abstract 

Employee retention is one of the biggest challenges for Human Resources Management 

nowadays. Change itself has become a daily routine in organizations. In this master thesis I 

investigate employers’ and employees’ perceptions on their employment relationship, through 

the lens of the psychological contract, looking closely to the role of family-friendly practices 

on offering work-life balance, thus retaining and attracting employees. This qualitative case 

study of the City of Västerås has shown that managers are aware of most problems affecting 

retention related by employees, and the organization strives to be family-friendly. However, 

further attention should be given to avoid psychological contract breach, through exit 

interviews among other measures. Social care and schools should be provided resources to 

increase salaries and offer a better work atmosphere. 

Keywords: employee retention, employee attraction, psychological contract, family-

friendly practices, work-life balance, human resources. 
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Introduction 

Employee retention is a hot issue. From academic studies to newspaper articles; it is all about 

talent management, leadership, employer branding and strategies for attraction and 

motivation. It is a recurring theme not only in Human Resources Management, but also in 

marketing, business, sociology, psychology and many other research fields. An article from 

Harvard Business Review claims that one-quarter of high potential employees intend to “jump 

ship” within one year, and try therefore to find out what are companies doing wrong (Martin 

& Schmidt, 2010). 

The transformation of working life that has been taking place during the last decades has 

attracted research in different areas (Allvin, Aronsson, Hägström, Johansson, & Lundberg, 

2011). Changing knowledge management practices and the global convergence of technology 

is redefining the nature of work. Therefore employment relationships are undergoing changes 

that have implications for the retention, motivation and attraction of talented employees 

(Horwitz, Heng, & Quazi, 2003); “change itself has become a daily practice in organizations” 

(Boselie, 2010, p.3). Core employees possess skills, experience and knowledge and therefore 

have economic value to the organization; losing a critical employee might cost up to two 

years’ salary to the organization (Ramlall, 2004).  

Many recent quantitative studies have explored a special type of HR (human resources) policy 

in different organizations, the so called family-friendly policies, that not only have proven to 

retain employees, but also are related to establishment performance (Gray, 2002), managerial 

practices (Yamamoto, 2011; Bloom, Kretschmer, & Van Reenen, 2010), social legitimacy 

(Wood & de Menezes, 2010) and organization attractiveness (Bourhis & Mekkaoui, 2010) 

among other outcomes. 

Already in the 90’s some qualitative studies started to focus on the process of implementation 

of such policies (Kramar, 1998) as well as their potential to challenge current organizational 

discourse, promote equal opportunities and lead to organizational cultural change (Lewis, 

1997).   

As well as the retention problem, and as a part of it, the problem of conciliating private/family 

life is so up-to-date and challenging that it has inspired studies from different organizations. 

For the last ten years, TCO (The Swedish Confederation for Professional Employees) has had 

the campaign “Work♥Family”, highlighting the issue of work–life balance in the Swedish 

political agenda. According to TCO: “It is just as wrong for the parents of small children to 

be excluded from sharing in the most stimulating tasks carrying the greatest responsibility in 
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the workplace, as it is when those colleagues who do not have children are automatically 

expected to be willing to work weekends and during holiday periods. It must be possible to 

combine working life with a rich leisure time whether or not this time involves family life with 

one’s own children, or spending time with one’s friends, brothers and sisters or parents” 

(2012, p.3). Additionally, the largest trade union in the private sector in Sweden, Unionen, 

established in 2003 the Guldnappen prize (The Golden Dummy) , awarded yearly to 

workplaces that make it easier for its employees to combine parenthood with their working 

lives (Unionen, 2010).  

Likewise, in a global context, the OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development), organization with the aim at promoting policies for improving economic and 

social well-being of people around the world, has also been addressing family and work issues 

with a large publication called ‘Babies and Bosses’ that reviewed work and family 

reconciliation and analyzed policies and family outcomes in 13 member countries between 

2002 and 2005 (OECD, 2012). A more recent publication from OECD is called ‘Doing Better 

for Families’, on the various ways in which governments support families (OECD, 2012). 

 Furthermore, in the academic sphere, there is ‘The Work and Family Researchers Network’ 

(formerly the Sloan Work and Family Research Network), an international membership 

organization of interdisciplinary work and family researchers, in which even policy makers 

and practitioners are active, which promotes knowledge and understanding of work and 

family issues among the community of global stakeholders (WFRN, 2012). 

Additionally, family-friendly policies are important because they are directly related to work-

family balance. According to Frone (2003) personal initiatives as well as organizational 

initiatives such as family-friendly organizational policies are important work-family 

facilitators that promote work-family balance, generating better health outcomes in 

individuals.  Even if some scholars use the term work-family balance, most prefer to use the 

term work-life balance, thus including all the private interests besides work. All these policies 

labeled “family-friendly” suit very well as “employee-friendly”, once all employees may 

benefit from e.g. flexible work arrangements, working from home, etc. These policies are 

mostly implemented by the human resources administration. 

According to Boselie (2010), Human Resource Management “involves management 

decisions related to policies and practices that together shape the employment relationship and 

are aimed at achieving individual, organizational and societal goals”. Boselie also claims the 

importance of non-financial compensation as an incentive to employees and as a part of the 

organization’s strategy. 
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According to statistical data from the Eurostat (Statistical Office of the European 

Communities) employment in the EU increased twice as much for women than it did for men 

between 2000-2007 (Marguerita, O'Dorchai, & Bosch, 2009). It reinforces the idea that in a 

world with increasing aging population, higher divorce rates and declining fertility, female 

employment is a key to sustain economic growth and pension systems (Widener, 2007). It 

also reinforces the key purpose of Strategic Human Resource Management in providing 

policies that help employees find balance between private and work life. 

Although the main theme of the master thesis is employee retention, it is impossible to 

take up this issue without taking into account the factors attraction and motivation. I will 

take up these issues in more details in the next chapter.  

Research aims 

The purpose of this study is to analyze the role of HR practices’ in retaining key employees, 

especially the family-friendly practices. Through employers’ and employees’ perspectives on 

their current employment relationship, this study tries to understand the role psychological 

contract plays on employee retention, attraction, and motivation. Some of the research 

questions I would like to investigate, inspired by the literature I have already come across and 

the qualitative interviews, are the following: 

- What are the key incentives in the HR manager’s view for core employees to stay in the 

organization?  

- How do core employees perceive the same incentives as a reason for staying in the 

organization? Do they recognize the organization as a family-friendly employer? 

- In which ways do employers’ and employees’ perceptions differ from each other and how 

can the organization enhance its employee retention policies? 

According to the psychological contract theory, contract breach is associated with employee 

turnover. Therefore this study focuses on how human resources practices (such as being a 

family-friendly organization) can motivate key employees, keeping them in the organization. 

Literature Review 

I will briefly summarize the main ideas and results from some of the key articles that support 

this master thesis, starting with the one that inspired the way my research was conducted, 

called “The Role of the Psychological Contract in Retention Management: Confronting HR 
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Managers’ and Employees’ Views on Retention Factors and the Relationship with 

Employees Intention to Stay” (De Vos, Meganck, & Buyens, 2005). 

This quantitative study from Belgium examines both HR managers’ and employees’ 

perceptions on factors affecting employee retention, using an extensive literature on employee 

retention and the psychological contract as a theoretical framework. Much of this literature 

from De Vos et al.’s study became a part of my study, such as Cappeli (2000) and Horwitz et 

al. (2003) that will be cited below. 

In a first phase of their research, HR managers from Belgium’s 70 largest public and private 

organizations described which factors they believed affected retention and which retention 

practices were set up by the organization. In a second phase, a large sample of skilled 

employees (almost 6000) reported on the importance  of five types of inducements that are 

regarded as retention factors: financial rewards, opportunities for career development, job 

content, social atmosphere and work-life balance, and how they saw the fulfillment of these 

factors by their employer (psychological contract), providing information on job search 

behaviour, intentions to stay and loyalty.  

Financial rewards not only fulfill material needs but have also a social meaning, indicating 

power and status within an organization. Even though it is one of the most discusssed 

retention factors, studies have shown that salary is not the main reason for employee turnover 

and benchmarking trends make it difficult for companies to compete by means of 

remuneration (Cappelli, 2000). However, most retention practices on knowledge firms still 

relate to compensation (Horwitz et al., 2003). 

Opportunities for career development involve not only promotion but training and skill 

development, thus enhancing employability both in internal and external labour markets. 

Recent studies mentioned by De Vos et al. (2005) have shown that employees’ perceptions of 

growth opportunities reduced turnover intention. 

Job content is the provision of challenging and meaningful work. People do not just work for 

money, but for satisfaction. It is an important dimension affecting outcomes like performance 

and commitment, and enhancing the intrinsic qualities of the job is a popular retention 

practice in knowledge firms (Horwitz et al, 2003). 

Social atmosphere is imperative, because loyalty to the firm is an obsolete idea, while loyalty 

to colleagues is an effective means of retention (Cappelli, 2000), and employees might not 
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want to lose their social network. The organizations can create a positive social atmosphere 

with honest communication, interaction and cooperation among colleagues.  

Work-life balance is often cited as a retention factor since the current generation of 

employees attach more importance to quality of life (Cappelli, 2000). Flexible work 

arrangements, among other family-friendly practices, prove to reduce work-family conflict 

and increase employee satisfaction, reducing turnover, which is also claimed by another 

article from Gray (2002), and will be further described in this thesis. 

The results of De Vos et al.’s quantitative study show that career development seems to be the 

dimension of psychological contract that has the strongest impact on intention to leave, 

loyalty and job search behaviour, which supports HR managers’ retention policies in this 

field. However, the rest of the results do not support managers’ focus on financial rewards, as 

these have low impact on loyalty, intention to leave and job search behaviour. Their 

conclusion is that HR managers should take into account what employees value and how 

these employees evaluate the organization’s efforts towards retention management. As 

already mentioned this article has served as a basis to this master thesis, where I choose to use 

a qualitative approach to study the same issues in the Swedish context of a case study in a 

large public organization, the City of Västerås. 

Work-life balance, or work-family balance, is a broad concept. According to Grzywacz & 

Carlson (2007), “work-family balance is defined as accomplishment of role-related 

expectations that are negotiated and shared between an individual and his or her role-related 

partners in the work and family domains” (p. 455). The conclusion of their article focus on 

the role of human resources practices interventions in order to promote health and wellness, 

among others through flexible work arrangements. Similar to Frone (2003), they define work-

life balance as an absence of conflict where human resources practices would act as 

facilitators: low conflict and high facilitation would then lead to balance. He also sees the 

importance of more studies focusing on work-family facilitation, especially to what concerns 

how organizational iniciatives affect and possibly promote work-family balance. Still some 

scholars consider the term work-family/life balance as very elusive in international research 

and therefore argue that it is important for further reseach and practical human resource 

intervention to have a grounded definition (Kalliath & Brough, 2008). Therefore, using the 

current studies on this field, Kalliath and Brough define work-life balance as follows: “work-

life balance is the individual perception that work and non-work activities are compatible and 

provide growth in accordance with an individual’s current life priorities”(2008, p.326). 
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Family-friendly workplace issues are taken up in various articles from all over the world.  

Helen Gray (2002) looks for the correlation between family-friendly policies and 

establishment performance in a study called “Family- Friendly Working: What a Performance! 

An Analysis of the Relationship Between the Availability of Family Friendly Policies and 

Establishment Performance”. Using data from the 1998 Workplace Employee Relations Survey 

(WERS98) from the United Kingdom, she argues that employers can and do benefit from 

their own workplace policies even if they do not implement them for moral reasons. She also 

gives an exemple of a study of a FORTUNE 500 companies where 97% of supervisors 

reported better productivity by teleworking (working from home) and better performance on 

job-sharing. Financial help with childcare is highly related with better performance, 

particularly in organizations with more female workers. Principally those policies that don’t 

reduce visibility in the workplace generates superior benefits, as the employee can compete 

on an equal basis with their colleagues. It may cost more for workplaces to provide “greater-

visibility” policies, but since it decreases quit rate and absenteeism the benefits outweight the 

increase in costs. Furthermore, “greater-visibility” policies may contribute to gender equity 

and less impact on the carreers of those with family. (Gray, 2002) 

Nevertheless, another quantitative study using similar data as Gray (2002), comes up with 

slightly divergent results. The study is called: “Are Family-Friendly Workplace Practices a 

Valuable Firm Resource?” (Bloom et al., 2010). It tries to analyze to what extent family-

friendly workplace practices (FFWPs) are correlated with firm performance and which firms 

are likely to adopt these practices. 

The results show that good management has high correlation with the provision of FFWPs 

and those firms with a great number of skilled workers and female managers offer more 

FFWPs. This could be in order to avoid losing key employees, which are a valuable resource 

for the firm. The results also show that firms may value more than just financial performance 

when choosing their strategies, stressing the importance of social responsibility and 

environmental sustainability. Citing these results, Bloom et al. claim that FFWPs do not affect 

firm performance directly or indirectly. But they also say that, although these practices may 

not increase profit, they at least pay for themselves, “therefore, FFWP should be treated as 

policies that improve firm performance in terms of the satisfaction of a particular stakeholder 

group- the firm’s employees- but that financial performance should not be the primary goal of 

implementing FFWP” (Bloomet al., 2010, p.360). 
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As ar as attraction is concerned, an article from Canada, “Beyond Work-Family Balance: Are 

Family Friendly Organizations More attractive?”, investigates the effect of family-friendly 

practices on organizational attractiveness (Bourhis & Mekkaoui, 2010). Previous studies have 

explored how different organizational characteristics play an important role in attracting the 

best employers, like reputation or social responsibility. Nevertheless family-friendly work 

practices (FFWPs) have received less attention from scholars. High levels of absenteeism 

caused by work-family conflict can be very costly for employers; thus, in order to create a 

supportive culture, several companies have started to implement FFWPs.  

Using a policy-capturing research design (a technique that is used to examine how individuals 

reach decisions), different scenarios, based on real job ads, were constructed in order to 

experimentally manipulate the within subject independent variables like FFWPs and firm 

reputation. Part-time students o continuing management in Canada were asked to participate 

in this study. The study then confirms  the following hypotheses: 

H1=Organizations that offer FFWPs are more attractive to applicants than those that do not 

offer such practices. 

H2= Organizations with a good corporate reputation will be more attractive to applicants 

than those with a poor corporate reputation. 

All FFWPs seem to have a positive impact but even more do generous personal leaves and 

flexible working arrangements. Having a good reputation also proved to be decisive for 

organizational attractiveness (H2). For these reasons, organizations facing labour shortage 

should consider offering opportunities to reduce work-family conflict. (Bourhis & Mekkaoui, 

2010) 

Another interesting study comes from Japan, Hiroshi Yamamoto (2011) investigates  the 

following hypothesis: whether the development of the employee benefit management and the 

improvement of job attitudes mediate the relation between the adoption of family-friendly 

policies and the employee retention and whether there is a gender gap in the model.  

Using 1228 questionnaires (full-time workers, mean age 40.7) from the Employee Benefit and 

Insurance Study Group of the Japan Institute of Life Insurance, Yamamoto measured: 

- Family-friendly policies 

- Employee benefit management practices (36 practices) 

- Job attitute/ job satisfaction 

- Retention (organizational tenure and withdrawal cognition) 
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- Control variables (age/ educational background) 

The hypothesis was confirmed, the introduction of many employee benefit practices and 

improved job satisfaction strengthened the retention effect of family-friendly policies and 

there was no difference between men and women in the retention process. Yamamoto (2011) 

found out that workplaces good for female employees are also good for male employees. 

To what motivation is concerned, Ramlall (2004) argues that employee motivation strongly 

effects employee retention and therefore HR (human resources) practices for retaining 

employees are more effective if they are based on the analysis and criticism of different 

employee motivation theories:  

- Need theory: satisfy employee’s needs 

- Equity theory: employees compare their rewards with others 

- Expectancy theory: effort-reward probability 

- Job design: the task, offering challenge 

In the same line, another crucial theory is the social exchange theory, that is the ground for 

perceived organizational support (POS) as well as psychological contract. Individuals strive 

for balance in their exchange relationship. Relationships based on social exchange, like 

perceived organizational support, have implications for the revision of the psychological 

contract, since high levels of perceived organizational support are associated with higher 

obligations to the organization and better employee contract fulfilment and employee 

willingness to accept changes in their psychological contract. (Shore & Coyle-Shapiro, 2003) 

Furthermore, a study from Cambridge aimed to adress whether there are clear business 

benefits from adopting such family-friendly policies (Dex & Scheibl, 1999). They could see 

that many organizations that implemented these policies had wider aims than that of financial 

gain and the main outcome was staff morale. Reviewing many studies they have found that 

there are indeed considerable business benefits from adopting such policies, and they go 

further, suggesting that companies take a serious look at the family-friendly business case and 

calculate the costs and benefits. 

Additionally, scholars have claimed that individualization, i.e. tailoring the work to 

individuals, is a key issue on attracting, retaining and motivating employees, thus leading to 

competitive advantage. “Further, the approach of treating people in a standardized manner 

runs counter to the desire of many people to be treated and recognized as individuals”  

(Lawler III & Finegold, 2000, p.1).  
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All these studies show the importance of Human Resource Management in achieving a win-

win situation where non-financial pay emphasizes that it is not all about making money in the 

name of shareholders’ interests and that family-friendly, work-life balance practices (e.g. 

flexible work arrangements) are incentives aimed at employee well-being (Boselie, 2010), 

improving the organization’s morale. 

A monthly Swedish magazine for economists called “Civilekonomen” had a special issue on 

working for the public sector, especially for the municipality. Their interviews show that on 

one hand, the municipalities have to struggle against a bad image that does not match  reality, 

but on the other hand, employees are attracted by good working conditions and meaningful 

jobs, where they feel they are working for the good of society (Axelsson, 2012). 

However, not all literature is positive towards flexibility and family-friendly arrangements in 

the new work life. Some scholars claim that “individuals strain themselves beyond their 

capacity in order to meet the demands of a job with no clear boundaries” (Allvin et al, 2011). 

We are also living in a world where people attractive to the labour market, the so called 

“symbol-analytics” by Robert Reich (2003), do not need to feel insecurity, while the ones 

who are not attractive are left at the mercy of a callous market (Allvin et al, 2011). Looking 

closer at Sweden, although the country may be seen as one with most generous (legislated) 

family policies (Widener, 2007), a recent doctoral dissertation from Lund University, by 

Jenny Julén Votinius, explores the way law and legal argumentation in Sweden fail to support 

parents, especially mothers, who are usually underprivileged in their careers after maternal 

leave or because of choosing to work part-time (2007). 

In order to better understand the contemporary employment relationships and how they affect 

employers’ and employees’ subjective and mutual expectations in the qualitative interviews, it 

seems suitable to have a greater focus on the psychological contract theory, which Conway 

and Briner call “the real deal” between employer and employee (2005). 

In contemporary employment relationships it is crucial to understand psychological contracts 

as most of employee turnover is due to a breach of psychological contract and not so much 

due to a breach of legal, written employment contract (Conway & Briner, 2005). But what is 

psychological contract?  

Psychological contracts are those unwritten commitments made between workers and their 

employers, subjective beliefs regarding an exchange agreement between an individual and the 

organization and its agents (Rousseau, 1996).  
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“As in any relationship, if promises are kept, then satisfaction and a desire to stay in the 

relationship are likely consequences. If, on the other hand, promises are broken, negative 

emotions and the urge to withdraw may follow.” (Conway & Briner, 2005, p. 2)  

According to Rousseau (2001) “a major feature of psychological contracts is the individual’s 

belief that an agreement is mutual, that is, a common understanding exists that binds the 

parties involved to a particular course of action” (p.512).  

Much of the research on psychological contract has focused on contract breach/violation, that 

is, when the employee perceives that the employer does not fulfill her part on the agreement. 

Consequences may be that the employee is not as committed or does not fulfill his part of the 

contract, ultimately leaving the relationship, quitting the job (Allvin et al. 2011, p. 95). A tool 

to find out reasons for contract breach is the exit interview, when employees leave the 

organization. This interview may give the organization a better understanding on which 

promises were broken, thus being able to avoid further breach in the future (Rousseau, 1996). 

Besides, the psychological contract is a useful framework to manage employees expectations 

and to engage in an open process of communication and negotiation about the employment 

deal, a deal that is becoming more individualistic; this subjectivity of the individual must be 

taken into account, once “the attraction and retention of talented employees will stay an 

important factor of competitive advantage for organizations, both in times of economic 

downturn and upheaval” (De Voset al., 2005, p.21). 

Finally, a theme that appeared during the interviews was the purchaser-provider split 

model, that is an organisational form associated with the New Public Management, where the 

public sector is expected to become a market-inspired organization in order to become more 

effective and profitable (Gustafsson, 2000). Many scholars are critical to this organizational 

form, especially with regard to health care where the relationship between patients and staff 

(Bejerot & Astvik, 2009) and even the perceptions staff have about politicians have been 

undergoing great changes in Sweden (Gutafsson & Szebehely, 2007). It seemed suitable to 

take up this issue since it is clear that it affects employment relationships, therefore also 

affecting retention. 
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Method 

Research design and strategy 

The purpose of this research is twofold: exploratory and descriptive. Exploratory, where I 

seek new insights and assess the phenomena under new perspectives, starting broad and 

narrowing down as the research process advanced. Descriptive, in the way an accurate profile 

of interviewees and the organization in this case study give a clear picture of the phenomena. 

(Sauders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009) 

The study tends to adopt an inductive strategy, i.e. building theory from observations and 

empirical data. “The opportunity to explore issues in depth and in context, means that theory 

development can occur through the systematic piecing together of detailed evidence to 

generate (or replicate) theories of broader interest.” (Hartley, 2006, p.324). Nevertheless, the 

border between deductive and inductive approaches is not so clear-cut (Bryman & Bell, 

2011), and this study may also present deductive characteristics since there is a strong 

theoretical framework guiding this study from the beginning. 

In a first stage of my master program, in the beginning of the spring semester of 2012, I 

started contacting several multinational organizations in the private sector where I could make 

the case study research of a single organization. The case study approach is widely used in 

business research, and its purpose is not to extend to other cases and populations beyond the 

case (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

In the beginning I had the focus on fringe benefits and employee retention and therefore the 

private sector seemed more suitable for my thesis, since private sector is known to offer 

generous fringe benefits. However, none of the private organizations I contacted were able to 

cooperate with my studies. At last I contacted the City of Västerås, a large public employer, 

which was interested on taking part in my study and did not hesitate on helping me find 

suitable employees for my interviews. I first talked to the HR director for the City of Västerås, 

Eva Little, who told me I could interview her if it would be interesting for my master thesis. I 

have also changed focus on my master thesis after coming across the article ‘The Role of the 

Psychological Contract in Retention Management: Confronting HR Managers’ and 

Employees’ Views on Retention Factors and the Relationship with Employees Intention to 

Stay’ (De Vos et al., 2005), I decided then to investigate the employers’ and employees’ 

perception on retention practices and organizational attractiveness through the lenses of the 
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psychological contract, focusing not only on fringe benefits, but also on other factors (see 

Table 2 the results of this quantitative study from Belgium). 

In order to get the answers to my research questions I started by doing semi-structured 

interviews with Eva Little, the HR director of the City of Västerås first, in March 2012, as 

well as with core employees during April 2012:  

- Anna, manager of an elderly care unit. 

- Lenny Hallgren, business area manager/personnel. 

- Sarah, engineer. 

- James, economist. 

- Lisa,  purchaser  

- Emma, preschool teacher.  

The qualitative interview aims at seeing the research topic from the perspective of the 

interviewee, and therefore it was the most suitable method for achieving the objectives of 

this thesis. So that interviewees could feel more comfortable when answering the 

questions, all interviews were made in Swedish. The main questions in the interview with 

the HR director concerned: 

- Her perception on reasons for employees to leave or stay in the organization. 

- Attraction/retention practices. 

- Which professional groups are difficult to retain. 

- In which ways the City of Västerås can offer better work-life balance to its employees. 

 It was appropriate to start with the HR director for the whole organization as she gave me a 

broad picture of the organization and described the ways in which challenges are dealt with in 

retaining and attracting employees. Her answers have helped to shape the following semi-

structured interviews with managers and employees, where I mostly dealt with the same 

issues, allowing me to analyze and compare both employer (HR director, managers) and 

employees’ perceptions.  

Purposive sampling was mandatory in this kind of case study, so that those sampled would 

be relevant to the research questions being posed (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The HR director 

suggested a list of managers I could get in contact with in order to find employees that 

matched the criteria for the interviews. I have then sent e-mails to many line managers - some 

that Eva had suggested and others that I have found in the City of Västerås’ homepage - 

explaining the purpose and theme of my master thesis and that I was looking after people that 
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had been working for the City of Västerås for at least three years, highly educated and with 

small children, once I would ask question about work-life/family balance. Some of these line 

managers provided me with the e-mail address of these key employees I could interview. One 

exception is the preschool teacher, Emma. I found her after having searched for preschools 

belonging to the City of Västerås on the Internet. The purchaser, Lisa, does not have an 

academic background, but she is considered a core employee in the sense that purchasers have 

a lot of professional experience and are difficult to retain. All the employees I contacted have 

accepted to be interviewed. 

One could possibly claim the risk for bias, given that the managers could have chosen 

employees that are possibly more positive to their employer. Nevertheless, I took up all the 

main issues and if they would mention not having any reason to leave the organization, I then 

asked following questions such as “What about colleagues that have left during the last 

years? Why did they change job?”, in that way they could provide more information about 

employees’ perspectives on retention. Although not asking for an employee that had left the 

organization, since it could be a delicate matter, one of the managers misunderstood my e-

mail and suggested that I interview a purchaser that had recently left the City of Västerås. 

This misunderstanding proved to be enriching for my master thesis since the interview with 

an employee that had already left the organization provided interesting information and new 

perspectives, and it also contributed to diminish the risk for bias. The interviews took around 

45 to 60 minutes, and the interviewees were told they would be anonyms in my master thesis, 

which made them more comfortable and which also diminished the risk for bias. Only HR 

director Eva Little and the area manager/personnel Lenny Hallgren chose not to be 

anonymous, and I accepted their wish. I have asked all interviewees if I could digitally record 

the interview, and they all accepted. 

The following tables were presented during the interviews; they were inspired by the results 

from De Vos et al. (2005) study on psychological contract and employers’ versus employees’ 

perceptions, but adapted to my study (see the original tables from De Vos et al. on Appendix). 

Table 1 was presented just for the HR director Eva Little and to Lenny Hallgren, area business 

manager/personnel, and they could as well give their opinion on how employees would rate 

the factors on Table 2. On the other interviews the focus was only on Table 2. As in many 

academic studies, I chose to use the results of this quantitative study from Belgium as a basis 

for my qualitative study of similar factors concerning work life in Sweden, making an attempt 

to advance on the knowledge of work life studies. 
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Even though I had written instructions on how to fill out the tables, the factors on Tables 1 

and 2 mainly had the purpose of acting as a brainstorm and contributing to a standard to 

what terminology is concerned in this study. I did tell Eva and Lenny that table 1 already 

showed how the factors were ranked in Belgium. One could argue that this could have caused 

bias, but the result was the opposite, they really did not think factors would be ranked the 

same in Sweden and they could see the terms suited private organizations better. The same 

happened with Table 2: I informed the interviewees what employees in Belgium considered 

the most important (which is not the same order as presented in the table), but it did not affect 

their decisions, as they see the Swedish reality in another way.  

When I had done all the interviews I started to transcribe them. I chose not to transcribe  

whole interviews. Instead, I listened to the digital recording of the interviews several times 

and then I transcribed the parts that related to aspects that would be analyzed further on in the 

thesis. I then listened to each interview and transcribed a summary of the most important into 

English. Some interesting answers I have translate fully and used as quotations in this thesis. 

Respondent validation was assured by sending a summary of the interview, translated into 

English, to all interviewees by e-mail and receiving their corroboration, therefore confirming 

the validity of individual accounts. A few interviewees had suggestions regarding the English 

translation. I was grateful for their tips and made some small changes. 

I have chosen to take an interpretative stance, choosing the hermeneutic-phenomenological 

tradition.  Interpretivism is the study of the social world that requires a different logic than 

the study of the natural world, in contrast to positivism. The crucial point in the hermeneutic-

phenomenological tradition is the interpretive understanding of social action (Bryman & Bell, 

2011). This approach is suitable as I attempt to see things from the other’s point of view, how 

they interpret the world, their situation. Since I have done a qualitative case study of a group 

(highly educated workers with children) and their perceptions of several factors in their 

employment relationship through semi-structured interviews, this study is also close to an 

ethnographic stance. However, participant observation was not a part of this thesis. I choose 

to present a summary of each interview in the “Results” in order to be able to compare and 

analyze the different points of view under “Analysis & Discussion”, where I take up the main 

issues of this thesis. Not only I make an effort to analyze employer versus employee but I also 

compare them with the study from Belgium and other relevant studies on the field of work life 

studies, which will be presented under “Literature review”. 
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The selected organization: The City of Västerås  

Västerås is Sweden’s sixth largest city with about 140.000 inhabitants, located 100km from 

the capital Stockholm. The City of Västerås is the name used for the municipality as an 

employer. Swedish municipalities have a great autonomy and by law they must provide 

certain services such as:  

 social services 

 the school system 

 planning and building issues 

 health and environmental protection 

 waste management, refuse and street cleaning 

 water and sewage 

 emergency and rescue services 

 contingency planning and safety 

 chief guardian/public trustee services 

 

Other services can be provided on a voluntary basis, including: 

 recreation and leisure activities 

 cultural services 

 energy operations   

 

The City of Västerås is the largest employer of the municipality, with about 10.000 

employees, most of them permanent full time workers, with a majority of women, 7.800 and 

2.000 men (Västerås Stad, 2012). Retaining and attracting employees in such a large 

organization is indeed a challenge, and even more so considering the limited financial 

resources since money comes from taxes. I will further develop this issue in the following 

chapters. 

I also received several documents from the HR director, Eva Little. These documents 

included: 

- The Annual Report 2010, describing the goals of the municipality in terms of 

economy, accounting, administration, strategies, vision of the future (Västerås 2026), 

and the municipality as an employer: “… a large organization in which personal 

development and internal mobility are encouraged. The strategic work for personnel 

at the City of Västerås aims to create strong conditions for recruitment, as well as 

retaining, developing and rewarding competent employees”. (City of Västerås, 2011, 

p.3). They also mention struggling to improve employees’ health and pride in work. 

The results from the employee survey have showed employees think there is balance 

between work, family and leisure time. The HR function is being developed to become 
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more proactive, and the City of Västerås works actively at influencing employees as 

proud ambassadors of the organization. 

- Employeeship in the City of Västerås, a resource document for group discussion and 

reflection on issues such as requirements, conditions, collaboration, dialogue and pride 

at work. A lot of attention is given to the Cooperation Agreement (Samverkansavtal), 

which is a local collective agreement about the cooperation between the City of 

Västerås and the various Trade Union organizations about issues such as meetings at 

the workplace and work environment aspects, occupational safety and health. 

Meaningful jobs, to “work with the most important”, is a way to increase pride at 

work, employees become ambassadors and recommend the City of Västerås to others, 

they strive to offer attractive jobs, and they want employees to discuss why the 

organization has a bad image.  

- The Policies for Employees and the Policies for Managers, two documents that 

have essentially the same aims as already mentioned above. The “Policies for 

Employees” is a part of the document mentioned above. The one for manager stresses 

the importance leaders in the City of Västerås have on creating a good work 

environment that contributes to good health and contentment in the organization, 

supporting the employees and telling them how meaningful their work is for the whole 

city and its citizens. These managers/leaders are supposed to follow the internal 

policies, at the same time respecting agreements and the legislation. The City of 

Västerås commits to offering managers the possibility to develop in their careers with 

freedom and responsibility.  

- Introduction Manual (for employees at the City Executive Office), a guideline not 

only for new employees but also for those who have been away for a longer period. It 

describes the manager’s responsibility on presenting the routines as well as the office 

and other practical information. It is also a detailed plan on how the employee should 

get to know more about the job and the employer, with goals for the first days, the first 

1-2 months, and the first 3-6 months. The employee is expected to actively get 

involved with colleagues and learn more about the organization through interviewing 

some colleague in this department as well as reading about the municipality’s services 

and activities in their home page. The employee is also expected to respect his work 

contract as well as other legislation related to work in the public sector. 
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- Power Point Presentations. The largest Power Point presentation comprises 86 slides 

with the description and analysis of the Employee Survey 2011 and I received it after 

the interview with Eva Little, the HR director. It is very detailed with many facts and 

figures, and some of the problematic issues such as compensation, poor image and 

lack of ambassadors.  Before this first interview with the HR director I had received 

two Power Point presentations, one called ”The City of Västerås- Strategic Recruiting 

Needs  2011-2015” and another one called “Attractive Jobs in the City of Västerås”. 

The first one gives information on the problems the municipality is facing in recruiting 

employees, and which professional groups are even harder to attract. It also proposes 

solutions such as creating trainee programs, especially among university students, and 

adjusting salary levels. The presentations even take up a reflection on the problem 

with the image of the municipality as an employer as well as how to become more 

attractive. The other presentation, “Attractive Jobs in the City of Västerås”, looks 

closer on getting all employees to become ambassadors and how to attract people to 

work in the municipality, offering a good recruiting process and being more active in 

social media and also at job fairs and among university students.  

 

Results 

Interviews 

Interview 1, Eva Little: HR director 

Eva Little started working for the City of Västerås in 1976 as a primary teacher, then she 

started working as department manager and also with leadership training until she was offered 

the job as HR director for the whole organization. 

Regarding employee retention, she said that there is a difference between professions that 

have a large private labour market like engineers and lawyers that in a higher level may 

change job in order to get a higher salary, and employees like teachers or nurses, who are 

most often employed by the municipality or by private organizations subsidized by the 

municipality. 

The strategies used by the City of Västerås to attract employees are both internal, through 

storytelling, discussion materials, fostering ambassadors among the employees, and external, 

through job fairs, having close contact with students and being present in social media. She 
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summarizes: "… to be a very good employer, who offers good conditions, behaving well in 

terms of laws and contracts. A recruitment process which is really good and nice, so that even 

if you do not get the job you think: ‘I want to apply once more, it seems nice to be here!‘" 

When asked to comment on Table 1 (see page 16), she said that the main reason employees 

leave the organization is retirement (which was not in the list), followed by opportunities 

elsewhere and salary. The main reason they stay she believes to be job content and social 

atmosphere, but also job security for those with a lower education.  

She talks about the “image problem” that public sector faces in Sweden; media stresses cases 

of bribery and corruption that actually are not so common, in her opinion, but affect the 

attraction of new employees. 

Where retention practices are concerned, Eva states once more that the most important thing 

is to strive to be a good employer, to center on the mission of meeting each person in the city 

as a unique person, which is the most meaningful. She also says that the City of Västerås is a 

horizontal organization, and maybe they must work harder on career management. Many can 

improve in their job and have different and interesting assignments even if they do not 

become a manager. They strive for a good leadership in the City of Västerås. Training is also 

a part of all jobs, and all have a development plan. She also says they must improve their 

financial rewards, but she does not believe that is the key solution on retaining employees. 

When asked about fringe benefits, she said politicians are careful with tax payers’ money, but 

they do offer generous flextime arrangements for those working at offices. She sees the City 

of Västerås as a family-friendly organization. 

When employees leave, they have a concluding dialogue with their manager, but she believes 

that an exit interview with a third party would be more fruitful, as the employee would be 

more sincere. 

Analyzing Table 2, she thinks work-life balance is especially important for workers within 

school, health and social care, while economists and engineers might focus more on career 

development, even though they appreciate work-life balance. On the question about how 

employees see the fulfillment of the five factors by the City of Västerås, she thinks it might be 

lower than expectations, since people always dream of even more perfect conditions. She also 

mentioned that each administration/department can have its own retention strategies and that 

salaries are decided on an individual basis. 
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In the end Eva summarizes: "… it's all about meaningful work, good leadership, the climate 

in the workplace, decent conditions, to be an employer one can trust. Development 

opportunities in the job, but not in the ”career” sense, but to be able to develop and learn 

more about his working area so that one always have a development plan for himself. 

Performance reviews (…) individual goals and things like that, (to) attract more with “soft” 

aspects than with fringe benefits”. 

Interview 2, Lisa: purchaser 

Lisa started working for the City of Västerås in 1999 as an economist and after one year she 

started working as a purchaser. In 2007 she started as purchaser controller and in 2009 she 

was offered an employment as a project manager and she left the organization in the end of 

2011.  

She has never experienced that the municipality has a bad image, even if sometimes she 

had to explain (to others) that the money is used in the right way. She thinks the working 

hours are really good; one can use flextime and decide the working hours with a lot of 

freedom. But where salary is concerned, the City of Västerås falls short. She believes that 

employers often think that it is easier to find a better employee outside, in the labour market, 

instead of looking to their own employees inside the municipality. And these new employees 

come in with a much higher salary then the ones that already work for the City of Västerås. 

One gets disappointed when after working hard, other people with less experience come in 

and have a higher salary. She says: "I started as purchaser and became later a project 

manager, but if they had hired a new person he would get maybe 10,000 (Swedish crowns) 

more". It is very common that new employees start with a higher salary and that the ones that 

already have worked there hear from the managers that their salaries will also rise, but it does 

not happen, disappointing the employees. She argues that the problem is not the new 

employee having a higher salary; the problem is that the others do not feel appreciated by 

their managers. 

When analyzing Table 2, Lisa thinks that work-life balance is the most important factor in 

choosing and staying in an organization, followed by job content, social atmosphere, career 

development and the least important was salary. 

She thinks the team one belongs to and the closest managers were the most important factors 

when she worked for the municipality, “if I say to my manager that now it's too much and my 

private life is suffering and he does not do anything, it doesn't work". She thinks more 

important than talking about work-life balance is that the manager sees the workload and how 
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employees feel; it's this manager that can do something about it. She didn't feel she could talk 

about the difficulties with her work and ended up alone, even if she had possibility to flextime 

she needed to work evenings and weekends because of her workload, and that was the reason 

why she decided to leave the organization. 

Lisa had a concluding dialogue with her manager but she doesn't think one should have it with 

the manager, because "… much of what was hard, he could perhaps have done something 

about if he had wanted and seen it .... There was no reason to talk about it with him… if it was 

with someone else, then maybe I would have told it differently. But that gave neither him nor 

me anything". 

The lack of ambassadors she believes can be due to the social atmosphere, sometimes one 

works very isolated and it is not so clear what responsibilities each one has, no clear 

frameworks. It is not even common that one gets a job description so that one does not even 

know exactly what one is expected to do.  

Regarding the slogan "Work with the most important", Lisa was proud to work for the City of 

Västerås and do the most with tax payers’ money; it was meaningful.  

She thinks that more openness to the employees is necessary, the information does not reach 

all the employees, and she does not understand why sometimes the leaders are afraid of 

talking to the employees and asking them what should be done. Employees must feel that it's 

worth listening to them, "it would be nice to advance in the profession without necessarily 

becoming a manager and taking staff responsibility to be higher up in the career (…)  I 

cannot be an expert in my field, I have to take the staff (personnel responsibilities)". Even her 

manager said that if she wanted a better salary, she would have to change job. Lisa says that, 

in the end, loosing employees brings more costs to the City of Västerås. She believes many of 

her colleagues are continuously looking for other jobs. She thinks it is frustrating,  the City of 

Västerås should have some type of "academy" for the ones that want to develop in their 

careers while staying in the same organization. To invest in these employees would be an 

important retention factor so that they apply to other jobs inside the City of Västerås. 

She does not think fringe benefits are the most important when choosing a job. She also talks 

about the purchaser-provider split model (New Public Management) and how it has 

complicated the processes as a purchaser and that it brings much more administration 

procedures than necessary.  
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Lisa would absolutely recommend the City of Västerås as an employer to other people; she 

thinks they provide amazingly interesting jobs from schools, management, roads, water, and 

social care. They can really offer a lot to employees, and she enjoyed the time she worked 

there and if her manager had paid more attention to her situation she would still be working 

there.  

Interview 3, Sarah: engineer 

Sarah is an engineer and she has worked for the City of Västerås since 2009, after having 

worked for the private sector for a couple of years. 

Talking about the possible bad “image” of the City of Västerås, she thinks that media talks 

about what does not work and rarely stresses what does work well. 

Where attraction is concerned she states: "(to) seek to work within a municipality … it is the 

salary level that is still an obstacle .... Everyone realizes that it is interesting to work in a 

municipality… those who have the same education as I do, that they may be responsible for 

very interesting projects, because you are and building a city, it's pretty fantastic. (Working) 

Conditions within the municipality are also very good; it’s always possible to work part-time 

(…) we cannot compete with salaries in private firms. If you are looking for money, then 

maybe you should not apply to the municipality ... it's a guess ... I personally think that the 

advantages outweigh anyway ... for me".  

Sarah thinks the City of Västerås is a family-friendly organization, she has a lot of control 

over her working hours and her manager is really supportive and takes into account her family 

situation when she needs to go home earlier to pick up her children, and that she can telework, 

work from home some hours a week. It is no problem for her to work evenings sometimes as 

long as she can have a nice time with her children at home every day. She has had periods 

with heavy workloads at work and at home, but still, flextime arrangements are appreciated 

by her. 

When showing her the Table 2, she thinks work-life balance and job content are the most 

important, although the other factors are also important. She is not a ‘career’ person but she 

appreciates the fact that she was offered a higher position in her work. About work-life 

balance she says that "It's up to me to fix the work-life balance. That I can be there for my 

kids... It is the most important. No meeting in the world is more important than taking care of 

the kids" 
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About the importance of the manager, Sarah says: "if I didn't feel it was ok for my boss that I 

need to pick up at school, if he looked unhappy when I went home .... It would be a reason for 

me to change job. It's really important to feel there is acceptance..... what the closest manager 

and what the organization think is really important, but it's nothing that's written down 

somewhere that it is ok that you go before a meeting ends because you have to pick up the 

kids… I have an expectation that they will understand me”. 

As for fulfillment of the five factors, she thinks that job content, work atmosphere and work-

life balance are well fulfilled. Salary is restricted by the budget and she thinks that is 

something one must accept. Career development is not such a simple subject, mostly it would 

be to take her own manager's job, but still she sees it is possible to grow in expertise without 

becoming a manager. 

Most of her colleagues that have left the City of Västerås have done so for personal reasons 

like moving to another city, and most of them got similar jobs in other municipalities. Another 

factor for leaving the organization could be disagreement with the manager or disappointment 

by limitations on the resources to be able to do a good job. She does not know any case of 

someone leaving the organization because they had a bad salary, but she says that maybe it is 

not something people say openly. 

Sarah is very positive about the slogan "Work with the most important": "It's very important, I 

think everyone knows that everything (in the city) that are not houses, we have built them. It is 

really cool. We have one day each spring when all the staff goes around with a bus and looks 

at things we have built: traffic solutions, cycle lanes, and roundabouts. You go around and 

look: here are we, there are we.... “. One is very proud. "Our director is good at appreciating 

others' job, each month we have a meeting where he tells us what's going on and gives 

positive feedback to project managers".  

The ones that have worked just a short time at the City of Västerås may have left due to an 

internal inertia of the municipality because there are politicians, committees in charge who 

take the decision, and things may take time. It does make things more complicated but “we 

live in a democracy and that's the way things work”, and one needs to be so careful when 

dealing with tax payers’ money.  

Sarah does not believe it would be realistic for the municipality to complete the salary of 

those on maternal/paternal leave the way private organizations do, as a type of benefit to 

motivate employees. In her administration they have preventive care subsidies like massage 

during work time twice a month, which is appreciated by the employees. She thinks that 
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sports arrangements and "aktiv fritid" (active free time) that allows swimming for free are 

small things that help motivate employees to stay in the organization. She does not have any 

reason to leave the organization and does not intend leaving it in the future either. Still, she 

gets a bit afraid of being disappointed at some time in the near future if the projects she 

believes in are not in agreement with the politicians’ choices for the city. 

She would absolutely recommend others to work for the City of Västerås, "if one is looking 

forward to the most important, working with the most important, then I would definitely 

recommend working within the city" 

Interview 4, James: economist 

James is an economist and he has worked for the City of Västerås for the last seven years. 

After his experiences in private organizations he found that a job advertisement to work for 

the municipality was really interesting and he wanted to try working for the public sector. It 

also suited him because he had young children at the time. 

What attracted him to this job? He had heard positive things about the Consulting and Service 

administration, and he thought it would be interesting to work for a consulting organization 

for the municipality's administrations. 

When asked about the slogan "Work for the most important", James says that maybe it was 

not what motivated him in the beginning, but it is something that really motivates him now 

"It's nice and it feels good to belong to an organization that is there to help citizens, it is 

worthwhile to work in the municipality and the public (sector)". He also thinks that it is 

interesting that the activities in the City of Västerås are so broad, reaching from traffic and 

roads to school and social care; this is exciting and motivating for employees. 

He thinks that, especially if people have never worked within the public sector, they might 

have a preconceived image of low salaries and worse working conditions, but that image does 

not match reality. The City of Västerås must improve its image. He also states that the ones 

already working there should, of course, have the possibility to develop in their job and be 

provided salaries that do not fall behind (compared with the private sector). 

As for compensation, James thinks that the City of Västerås should focus on creative solutions 

such as pension and maybe vacation: "The possibility of higher pension contributions that 

may not cost the same ... as an increase in salary”. It’s an example of a compensation that he 

believes would help in attracting employees. 
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James tries to be an ambassador for the organization, but he states that it is important "that 

you feel you do not belong to a B-team, that the management group also believes it is 

important to retain (employees) and show that ... take action so that employees feel that 

managers mean it and it does not become empty words ... as a natural result employees will 

be talking well of the City of Västerås as an employer" 

He sees the Consulting and Service as a family-friendly workplace, "There is an attitude that I 

think is good, it is really possible to combine work and a life outside work, family, etc.”. He 

thinks the possibility to use flexible work arrangements is really good, he can work extra 

hours some weeks and work less other weeks, and furthermore there is the possibility of 

coming at different times in the morning. 

Regarding the five factors of Table 2 he ranks work-life balance and job content as the most 

important (in a scale 1-5, least to most important, that he created himself, he did not notice I 

had suggested the 1-10 scale in the paper), he ranks these factors with 5 and 5 with fulfillment 

5 and 4. The other factors he ranked with a 4 and fulfillment one point lower with the 

exception of social atmosphere 4-4. 

Work-life balance is good and he feels he has freedom and responsibility at the same time. 

Many that fellow employees must take care of sick children, and this works out well. He 

considers that teleworking brings more advantages than disadvantages. 

When asked about turnover, James believes the most common reason to change to a private 

organization is that employees that are specialized in certain areas get a much higher salary in 

private organizations. Mobility inside the City of Västerås can also be due to salary, but most 

likely is due to people wanting to try other assignments and change to another administration 

and develop their skills. He does not believe it depends on headhunters, but that employees 

actively search for jobs. He thinks that if an employee would consider leaving for another job 

that maybe does not pay so much more, then the municipality must be good at stressing the 

positive factors in working in the public sector, the work-life balance, the possibility of 

controlling the own schedule specially during certain periods in life when there is a lot going 

on in one’s private life, in order to retain this employee.  

James thinks the employer has become better on finding talent from within the organization 

for higher positions instead of recruiting people from outside, but he also thinks it is important 

to have consultants from other organizations that might enrich the municipality with their 

analysis of certain issues. He knows that the municipality does sometimes hire new 

employees with a higher salary than the ones that already work there and that people may be 
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disappointed, and feel this is an injustice, and that some may choose to leave the organization 

on these grounds. The organization must be clear about this issue with its own employees. 

Regarding the employee survey, he says that "what is important when working with the type 

of surveys (employee survey), from the management’s side, is to ensure that after measuring 

something, the issues are worked on, so that employees don't feel that there are 

measurements, but nothing happens ". He perceives that his employer has worked with the 

important issues from the employee survey. 

He thinks it is important that the City of Västerås has an attitude of competing for workforce 

with the private sector in a good way, fair play. 

Interview 5, Anna: manager of an elderly care unit 

Anna has worked in elderly care since she was a college student. She was also interested in 

organizational issues and started working as a manager of an elderly care unit after her studies 

in behavioral sciences. She has worked in different cities and started working for the City of 

Västerås in 2006, also as a manager of an elderly care unit. 

Regarding the problem with the municipality's image as an employer, she does not think it 

affects the employees within elderly care, but she believes it could be an obstacle to attract 

employers such as economists, engineers, etc. There is a lack of nursing assistants on the 

labour market and very few applying for the jobs, as the profession has low status (in 

Sweden), the working hours are tough and the work is tough. Furthermore, the organization 

may be bad at stressing the positive things about the job. People think it is more about 

cleaning and feeding patients, and many do not understand that it is really qualified work; a 

strategy to attract and retain employees would be to increase people's knowledge on this kind 

of work.  

About the five factors of Table 2, she thinks all of them are important. People have chosen a 

job they knew would offer a low salary and where there are not many career opportunities. 

Therefore she thinks job content and work atmosphere are the most important factors. It is 

easier for the nursing assistants to achieve work-life balance since they do not have to take 

work home.  The departments have clear directives on striving towards being a family-

friendly employer and helping employees with special family needs. In the elderly care units 

they use a schedule system called "time care" where the employees can influence their own 

schedule and plan the days they want to be free, so that they have a certain control over the 

schedule.  
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As to fulfillment of the factors on Table 2, she thinks that many employees that have worked 

for a private organization (in elderly care also) see the City of Västerås as an employer that 

cares and where they are able to develop and go to courses, "But people always have more 

requests ... anyway… staff has a feeling that the City of Västerås is an employer who 

appreciates their employees and wants them to feel good". 

When asked about the lack of ambassadors, Anna perceives a development in the labor 

market where people do not want a life-long employment. The municipality is known to offer 

job security, but at the same time workers complain a lot, in a way that would not be accepted 

in the private sector. Many answer on the employee survey that they like their job, that they 

are proud over what they do and make a difference with their work but at the same time they 

say that they would not recommend the City of Västerås to other people, and that is a part of 

this culture where it is ok to speak ill of public organizations. 

Concerning compensation, she thinks it is important to focus on several things, such as being 

more flexible on the possibility of changing jobs within the organization and even in the same 

profession. There is also a one-year manager aspirant program; all employees can apply with 

a recommendation from their manager.  Once a month they are offered lectures on leadership 

and group discussions on becoming a manager. Neither the employee is obliged to become a 

manager nor is the organization obliged to offer a position as a manager. It is great to find 

talents within their own personnel. Anna thinks it is important to find different ways to 

motivate workers, if people think work is boring it would not get better by having a higher 

salary. Most nursing assistants are quite satisfied with their occupation but they might need to 

change environment for a while. If they are very good at something they can go to other 

similar workplaces to talk about what they are good at, and be proud of it, be more engaged.  

Anna agrees that the closest manager plays a really important role on motivating and retaining 

employees, it is from the manager employees get feedback, and they do not meet the 

politicians. It is important to see every individual and realize that one solution may not suit all 

employees. The fact that she has small children increases her understanding for others' family 

situations and that people's lives goes through different periods when they need more routine 

or when they need more change and flexibility.  

Anna has held some concluding dialogues when employees leave the organization, but she 

thinks it would be better if these conversations were conducted by another party, because the 

managers work very close to personnel, "much of what is asked, one has already an idea 
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about and it becomes quite difficult to ask on a neutral way .... So I think the gain would be 

greater if someone else had it (the exit interview)".  

When asked about the employees that usually leave the organization, Anna states that it is an 

economic issue. She thinks that the City of Västerås should be more flexible and dare to offer 

permanent employment when finding good employees since they know that there is a lack of 

nursing assistants and sooner or later the organizations will need them, "to be able to say: you 

have such skills, we want you in this organization", to retain the good substitutes. And even 

dare to do that with managers, as it is so hard to find skilled managers. She does not think it 

would be such an economic burden. It is difficult to apply  these ideas to her department, 

since the economy is planned in one year-terms, it would be necessary to have a long-term 

strategy,  “even if I could save money it's not sure I will be able to keep this money for the 

next year”. 

Regarding the purchaser-provider split model (New Public Management), Anna sees both 

advantages and disadvantages. In elderly care, the work became more professional, they 

became good at measuring and showing results and quality, with measurable goals, necessary 

in a competitive market so that people can compare organizations. It has also become clearer 

from the City of Västerås what is expected from the elderly care. This development would not 

have happened so quickly if it was not for competition with private organizations. The 

disadvantage she can think of is that the elderly care aid is a support offered to those really in 

need, and it is strange if the organizations advertise for it. It would be the same as advertising 

for people to apply for social subsidy from the municipality. It's a strange development to 

advertise in order to get as many users as possible that will choose the City of Västerås, and 

the consequence is that more people apply and the costs with elderly care in the municipality 

increase substantially, while the goal is to provide it just for those really in need. It represents 

therefore higher costs for the whole society. 

Regarding retention, she thinks that offering a better salary and having more people applying 

for the jobs would provide more suitable workers that are educated as nursing assistants. She 

thinks that the City of Västerås should invest more in education for nursing assistants. 

Interview 6, Lenny Hallgren: business area manager / personnel 

Lenny has a degree in Human Resources and has worked many years in a private workforce 

solutions and services provider company and had to commute very often. Since he lived in 

Västerås, he was looking for a job in the city, and started working for the City of Västerås at 
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Consulting and Service, aiming at new challenges and to improve his career and CV with a 

new job. 

When asked about the difficulty on attracting and retaining employees: "We have a number of 

professional skills that are both difficult to recruit and difficult to maintain: technicians, 

engineers, architects. It is difficult to recruit and difficult to maintain them as well. There is a 

big market out there, a wage level that is slightly higher in both the State and industry. Then 

there are preschool teachers that are difficult to recruit, nursing assistants, and managers at 

various levels. School principals are very difficult to attract (...) purchasers are very difficult 

(to recruit), there is a shortage ". He thinks that it's important to develop and retain these 

employees, "Once you manage to attract candidates, social atmosphere is important (...) 

benefits, wages (...) Leadership I think has enormous importance, a good leader manages to 

retain their employees longer … manages to encourage them, motivate them, engage them in 

a way that it extends their working time (for the organization)". As to schools and social care, 

one should start offering more resources for these administrations, so that the social 

atmosphere is improved since they have large workloads generating stressful symptoms. 

Looking at Table 1, Lenny agrees with the 4 first items on ‘Reasons for Leaving’: salary, 

career opportunities, stress, and job content, but he thinks that "the management" should also 

be one of the most important reasons for leaving or staying, "I do not think we have done any 

research on employee turnover or results related to leadership index, but it would be very 

interesting to do this. I believe that those who have high leadership index are able to retain 

the staff for a longer time, I think that there is a connection". In Consulting and Service 

department he knows that there is a connection between satisfied employees and satisfied 

clients as well as a balanced economy. 

When asked about work-life balance he says:  "Absolutely. It is one of the top things of why 

you should choose the City of Västerås, the balance between work and leisure. It is clear like 

”unique selling points" as they say in English. (...) Here you can get this. So I think we attract 

many, those who are parents of young children, they can get a good balance, a slightly lower 

salary then in the private sector, but a good balance… Great development potential and the 

ability to control their working hours ". He knows this is not possible to all workers that have 

a fixed schedule, but for all the others it is a great advantage. 

About non-financial compensation, not only do they invest in flexible work arrangements but 

also the preventive care subsidy ('friskvård' in Swedish) is very important. He also thinks that 

training and development are important, to stimulate through work and through courses. He 
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thinks both the soft, non-financial part is important, as well as the hard part, financial rewards 

and benefits. He would like to offer more benefits to the employees, as compared to ABB 

(private multinational organization), which offers a lot of fringe benefits to its employees. 

Political decisions set the budget, but he would personally like to offer a salary that would 

allow the City of Västerås to compete with the private sector for the best employees. 

Regarding the exit interview, he knows that they usually have the concluding dialogue, but he 

says: "If we would like to systematize this and pick up tendencies or trends in them then it 

would definitely be better if a neutral party could do this interview, in order to structure it, 

then one would be able to see patterns and put them into a database and see the reasons for 

why people leave, and thus being able to do something about it ". Nowadays it is just the 

closest manager who knows why people leave the organization, and since this conversation is 

with their own manager people might not be sincere, since they probably want to leave in a 

nice way, and do not say anything if it would be the case of bad leadership. There are no clear 

patterns to why people leave the organization, they retire, move to another city, and so on. He 

thinks that having a standard exit interview would be a good idea. 

When analyzing Table 2, he thinks that work-life balance (for most employees, especially 

those with children), job content and social atmosphere are the most important, but he thinks 

that financial rewards and career development are also important.  It is important that 

managers be responsive to employees, and give them resources and time to develop in their 

work. Sometimes they announce jobs just inside the organization and sometimes they 

announce to the public. There are lots of job vacancies every year, more than one thousand 

last year, both new employees and also those who have changed job within the organization.  

Regarding expectations, he thinks work-life balance and job content are usually well fulfilled 

by the organization, and social atmosphere depends sometimes on workgroups, but is usually 

fulfilled. About financial rewards, he thinks people know how much salary they get and that 

development is not so high, therefore they should not get disappointed. 

As for Consulting and Service, they have the same strategies for attracting as the City of 

Västerås. They do not have a ‘retention strategy’, "It's a very clear goal for us that employees 

should be happy for us to succeed in our mission (...) We invest a lot in leadership, clear 

leadership and management training, because we think it is important. We have a trainee 

program, the city's next leader program”. 

Lenny thinks that the “bad image” of the public sector is something that affects employees; 

one must fight against this image issue everyday when attracting is concerned. But at the 
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same time he sees that once employees start at the municipality and understand the work, and 

see they "work with the most important" and that they have a chance to develop and that they 

work for the whole society and make it work, they are very proud and find it meaningful. "As 

an ambassador, to me, this is an incredibly exciting job. First, I get to work in the public 

(sector) with transparency and work with the most important. Transparency, we are proud 

that we are public and everything can be seen". 

Concerning the purchaser-provider split model, Lenny thinks it could be a disadvantage to 

apply it to schools and social care. However, at Consulting and Service, it brings advantages, 

keeping track of many economic factors and more easily measuring quality and efficiency. He 

thinks they would lose efficiency without the purchaser-provider split model.  

As far as the lack of ambassadors is concerned, he thinks it's necessary to focus more on 

storytelling, people that tell others about their good experiences to increase the pride in other 

employees. Things take time, sometimes because of lack of resources, money or time, but also 

because political committees are the ones that take some of the decisions. At the same time he 

stresses the fact that the City of Västerås is a very large organization, the largest in the 

municipality and that, compared with large private companies, decisions are taken relatively 

fast. It is important that the new employees understand how the City of Västerås is structured 

so that they know that sometimes things will take time. 

Interview 7, Emma: preschool teacher 

Emma is a preschool teacher who started working for the City of Västerås in 2006, just after 

finishing her studies.  

I ask her opinion on privately run schools. She thinks that as long as the City of Västerås can 

ensure that these private schools uphold the quality, it is ok. She thinks that competition 

usually increases quality. She does not see changes in her workplace deriving from this 

competition since there is always a queue of children in the area where she works. 

Regarding the image of the City of Västerås, she thinks that those working in private 

preschools are more satisfied, ”they often have more to say to their employees, they can 

influence in a different way than we do, we are governed from so high up, so we cannot 

influence as much". 

About the lack of ambassadors she says: "I would not say (to others) 'wow, the municipality is 

such a good employer'... It is such a large organization. At the same time there is job security 

and they need a lot of preschool teachers ... one can see that looking an the Swedish Public 
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Employment Service's homepage, there are many seeking preschool teachers". When asked 

about the lack of educated preschool teachers she says: ”It’s not attractive. I think it's easy to 

get into the education… perhaps that is attractive. But the salaries cannot attract, for they are 

not high (...) if you compare to others who study three to four years at university that have a 

higher salary: engineers, economists ... and we have large workloads; there are many 

children, high noise levels". 

She thinks the salaries must increase so that they reach the same level as others that also study 

as much as they do in the university, ”thinking on the responsibility we have (...) it concerns 

children, our future". Consequently, employees lose motivation. She has a salary of 22.325 

(Swedish crowns), she thinks it is very low, given that she has a 4-year university education 

and has worked there since 2006. That is why she has now applied to economics courses for 

the next term, in order to do something new and have a higher salary. She sometimes wonders 

if she should try to apply to a private preschool in order to increase her salary. Her latest 

increase in salary was 350 Swedish crowns and she wanted an explanation. Her manager said 

that everyone got the same increase, "then I am just one in the crowd… it is such a large 

organization, so I'm just one in the crowd… one has much less to say". 

Concerning the factors at Table 2, she thinks that the most important are salary and social 

atmosphere. Both salary and work atmosphere are not fulfilled by the organization. They do 

not have so much time to plan their activities since much of time they are with the children. 

She thinks the best solution would be smaller groups to ease the workload. Even if they know 

from the beginning that salaries are not so good she believes that employees are still 

disappointed by the low reward for the work they do, and that the salary increase during the 

years worked should be better.  

Emma does not think she can combine work and family life in this job. Since she has a little 

child, she thinks it is hard to work the whole day with small children and do the same when 

she comes home. It is a high noise level everywhere; she would like to have different 

assignments at her job and at home. It is very stressful and she had a breakdown two years 

after she started working for the City of Västerås and was away from work one year, until she 

could start working full-time again. She does not only put the blame on her work, but on her 

own lifestyle and emotions, performance anxiety when she worked with foreign children at 

elementary school. In that way, it is better for her to work with preschool where she does not 

have to take work home. 
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She feels that she belongs in the City of Västerås and she thinks her manager is very 

important, that she can say how she feels at work, especially because she has problems with 

stress.  

The slogan ”work with the most important” does not increase her pride in work since ”we do 

not get much for it, we are not appreciated, it does not appear in our salaries (...) I am not so 

motivated to work here". According to Emma, her colleagues are not motivated either, but 

they feel security in their job and with their routines. Some say that they want to try 

something else; she does not know if they mean changing preschool or if they want to try 

some other jobs. She believes private schools may offer a better working environment if not 

such a much higher salary, but that their voice is heard, "here we can complain as much as we 

want to, but still nothing happens". Additionally, Emma said that employees must feel that it's 

worth listening to them. 

She thinks that salaries must be higher in order to motivate employees and attract new ones. 

Preventive care subsidy is also important and there should be smaller groups of children. She 

feels it is hard to achieve the goals and knowledge requirements from the the Swedish 

National Agency for Education while they are so busy with so many children. The result is 

that one feels insufficient.  

"No, I would think that a few years here is ok, then I feel I must go on, because I am not 

stimulated, not motivated... I cannot say exactly what is the cause… several things. It can be 

the salary, it can be the workload ... that I'm sensitive for noise, I need a quieter work 

environment” 

Emma thinks that her family life would be better if she had the possibility to work in an office 

and have flexible working hours. It is possible for her to keep working for the City of 

Västerås but with administrative tasks, that is why she wants to make some courses in 

economics. But between private and public sector she would choose the one that offered her 

the highest salary.  

She supports the nurse students in Sweden who are protesting against low salaries; she would 

also support teacher students if they would protest on the same issue. 

When asked about the exit interview she thinks there would be advantages if a third party 

would have this interview, someone the employee has not worked so closely with, so that one 

would dare to be more open and sincere. Personally she would not have a problem talking to 

and being sincere with her closest manager.  
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Analysis & Discussion 

The Psychological Contract 

The HR director, Eva, mentioned that fulfillment of the factors in Table 2 (career 

development, job content, financial rewards, work-life balance and social atmosphere) might 

be lower than expectations, since people always dream of even more perfect conditions. The 

same idea was brought up by Anna, manager of an elderly care unit: "Then is it that people 

have more requests ...”.  However, Anna also thinks that employees know beforehand that the 

salaries within elderly care are not high, so she thinks they should not be disappointed. Even 

Lenny, business area manager/personnel, agrees with this idea, he thinks that people know 

how much salary they can expect and that the development is not so high, so that they should 

not be disappointed. Moreover, he thinks that work-life balance and job content are well 

fulfilled. 

However, the interviews with employees show that they are disappointed. It is clear from 

Lisa, the purchaser that has changed job, that employees are really disappointed and feel they 

are not appreciated when a new employee is hired to do the same job but with a much higher 

salary. It is a typical case of psychological contract breach (Rousseau, 2001; Conway & 

Briner, 2005). Even the preschool teacher, Emma, gives a clear example of psychological 

contract violation. She says that she does not feel appreciated and that is a reason why she 

wants to change job, "here we can complain as much as we want to, but still nothing 

happens", and she adds: “…wages cannot attract, for they are not high (...) if you compare to 

others who study three to four years at university that have a higher salary: engineers, 

economists ... and we have large workloads, there are many children, high noise levels". She 

thinks salary and social atmosphere are the most important factors when choosing a job and 

neither of them are fulfilled by the City of Västerås. 

The employees that work in an office, like Sarah, the engineer, and James, the economist, are 

much more positive on the fulfillment of work-life balance, social atmosphere and job 

content, although James example confirms Eva’s considerations that fulfillment is slightly 

below the expectations. James also thinks that the organization must be very clear when hiring 

a new employee with a higher salary so that others do not have a feeling of injustice, and he 

adds: "that you feel you do not belong to a B-team, that also the management group believes 

it is important to retain (employees) and show that ... take action so that employees feel that 

managers mean it and it does not become empty words ... as a natural result employees will 

speak well of the City of Västerås as an employer". 
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Knowing that empirical studies show that psychological contract breach and violation is 

relatively common (De Vos et al., 2005), and that disappointment for promises not kept, is 

one of the main causes employees choose to quit (Conway & Briner, 2005), the City of 

Västerås should consider using this concept in their Human Resources Management strategies 

in order enhance employee retention. From the documents analyzed in this thesis it is 

noticeable that the organization does not take into account expectations from employees when 

measuring diverse outcomes such as satisfaction and even retention. 

Retention Practices and Attraction 

Eva summarizes attraction practices as striving to be a good employer, offering a good 

recruiting process, meaningful work and good leadership, and ensuring that all employees feel 

they can develop in their work even if not in the traditional vertical career sense. The 

organization does not have a formal “retention policy” but she does believe that it is inherent 

to the attraction policies. She does not believe that financial rewards are the key to retaining 

employees, although she is convinced the organization must improve the compensation 

system. Anna, the elderly care manager, agrees with Eva. She thinks that if people do not 

enjoy what they do, a higher salary will not help much. But she does believe that nursing 

assistants must have a higher salary, and that the organization must dare to contract the good 

substitutes within elderly care: "to be able to say: you have such skills, we want you in this 

organization", even if they do not have full-time vacancies right now, they will need them in 

the future, and they should do the same with good leaders. She does not think this would 

represent such an economic burden to the organization. Lenny, business area manager, wishes 

he could offer a salary that could compete with the private sector for the best employees, since 

he agrees that salary is one of the most important reasons for leaving the organization. James, 

the economist, also shares this opinion; he thinks it is important that the City of Västerås has 

an attitude of competing for the workforce with the private sector in a good way, fair play.  

The employees take up a number of practices they believe would improve attraction and 

retention. James focuses on creativity, "the possibility of higher pension contributions that 

may not cost the same ... as an increase in salary”, and maybe offering more vacation. He 

also adds that if an employee would consider leaving for another job that maybe does not pay 

so much more, then the municipality must be good at stressing the positive factors in working 

at the public sector, the work-life balance, the possibility of managing one’s own schedule 

especially during certain periods when there is a lot going on in one’s private life, in order to 

retain this employee. Sarah, the engineer, thinks that the jobs within the municipality are very 
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interesting and meaningful, “because you are building a city”; she thinks it is attractive, but 

still she mentions that salary is an obstacle in attracting people. Furthermore she is very happy 

about the preventive care subsidies, and Lenny also stated the importance of these subsidies as 

well as of investing on flexible work arrangements. This is in line with Boselie’s idea that 

reward systems attract, retain and motivate good performers. Non-financial compensation is 

an important incentive for employees, especially if the organization has financial limitations 

(2010).  

Lisa, the purchaser, talks about the importance to be able to develop in her field, without 

becoming a manager and taking on responsibilities for staff. Sarah also mentions the same, 

that when it comes to career, the most likely would be to take her manager’s job. Their point 

of view reflects scholars’ claim for individualization in the employment relationship, and that 

rewards may not always focus on becoming a manager in order to career climb, that many 

employees want to be able to develop in their profession, that they must be rewarded for 

developing in their field, and that these rewards should also be individual, while some 

appreciate flexible work arrangements other may prefer shorter vacations and higher salaries 

(Lawler III & Finegold, 2000). Anna also talked about it when she mentioned that people 

want different things at different periods in their lives; she thinks that it is important to see 

every individual and realize that one solution may not suit all employees. Using this notion of 

individualization, one can better understand psychological contract violation when Emma tells 

about her salary increase of 350 Swedish crowns, which her manager justified by saying that 

everyone got the same. For that reason Emma was disappointed, “then I’m just one in the 

crowd”. She thinks that in order to attract new employees, salaries must be higher and the 

groups of children smaller. Emma does not consider herself an ambassador and she thinks her 

work is not attractive: “But wages cannot attract, for they are not high (...) if you compare to 

others who study three to four years at university that have a higher salary: engineers, 

economists”, This is an example of equity theory, taken up by Ramlall (2004), when 

employees compare their rewards with others, which affects motivation and therefore, 

retention. Additionally, her negative stance is a clear picture of psychological contract 

violation (Conway & Briner, 2005; Rousseau, 1996, 2001), and the outcome is that she wants 

to change job as soon as possible, either to a private preschool or to start courses in 

economics, changing not only workplace but profession. 

However, analyzing the interviews with the HR director and the managers and looking closely 

at the documents from the City of Västerås it is clear that they struggle to attract (and retain) 
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their employees and they want to be seen at job fairs and among college students (City of 

Västerås, 2011). This remuneration issue seems to affect jobs within schools and social care 

frequently, and therefore the municipality should take concrete steps to avoid psychological 

contract breach, starting by offering more resources to promote better work atmosphere and a 

higher salary. The cafeteria systems, also called individualized pay systems seem very suitable 

as far as salary and benefits are concerned, so that individuals can choose the nature and types 

of rewards that suit them best (Boselie, 2010; Lawler III & Finegold, 2000). 

Finally, it is also interesting that Eva mentioned job security as an important factor for staying 

in the organization, mainly for less-educated employees. In this way the City of Västerås 

increases its social legitimacy as an employer (Wood & de Menezes, 2010), so that less-

educated workers are not left at the mercy of a callous market (Allvin et al, 2011) where just 

the attractive people, the “symbol-analytics” (Reich, 2003) have a chance. 

Work-Life Balance & Family-Friendly Practices 

Lenny thinks they attract many that want a better work-life balance: “Absolutely. It is one of 

the top reasons you should choose the City of Västerås, the balance between work and 

leisure”. The HR director mentioned work-life balance, in Table 2, as the most important to 

teachers and nursing assistants, while career development would be more important to 

engineers and economists. Nevertheless, the interviews show that for most employees 

interviewed (even the engineer and the economist) work-life balance comes in first place, 

usually followed by job content and/or social atmosphere. These results match Lenny’s 

analysis of Table 2, where he believed work-life balance, job content and social atmosphere to 

be the most important factors for employees at work. Emma, the preschool teacher is the only 

one that placed salary as the most important when choosing and staying a job, probably 

because remuneration was the factor she was most disappointed over. 

All the interviewees, with the exception of Emma, think that the City of Västerås is or strives 

to be a family-friendly organization, mainly by offering flexible work arrangements. James, 

Sarah, and Lisa mentioned that sometimes there are loads of work even to be done at home or 

on weekends, but they still think flexibility brings more advantages than disadvantages. This 

confirms most of the articles about the positive effects of family-friendly practices (Gray, 

2002; Widener, 2007; Yamamoto, 2011; Bourhis & Mekkaoui, 2010). None of the 

interviewees mentioned negative effects of flexible work arrangements like the ones claimed 

by Allvin et al (2011). In this way the City of Västerås is in line with international studies and 

also strives to what TCO (The Swedish Confederation for Professional Employees) defines: 



41 
 

“It is just as wrong for the parents of small children to be excluded from sharing in the most 

stimulating tasks carrying the greatest responsibility in the workplace, as it is when those 

colleagues who do not have children are automatically expected to be willing to work 

weekends and during holiday periods. It must be possible to combine working life with a rich 

leisure time whether or not this time involves family life with one’s own children, or spending 

time with one’s friends, brothers and sisters or parents” (TCO, 2012, p.3).  

It is clear from the interviews and the analysis of documents that the City of Västerås 

endeavours to be a family-friendly organization that has wider aims than that of financial gain 

and that HR practices aim at offering a good work-life balance. This is in line with 

international studies that show the positive oucomes of being a family-friendly organization 

(Dex & Scheibl, 1999). Still, more attention must be given to groups that have fixed work 

schedules, so that they are not excluded from finding a balance between work and family life, 

like the preschool teacher Emma.  

The Manager 

Several times during the interview with Eva and Lenny, the idea of good leadership was 

mentioned. The municipality works hard in this issue, according to Lenny: "It's a very clear 

goal for us that employees should be happy for us to succeed in our mission (...) We invest a 

lot in leadership, clear leadership and management training, because we think it is important. 

We have a trainee program, the city's next chief program”, and he adds: "I do not think we 

have done any research on employee turnover or results related to leadership index, but it 

would be very interesting to do this. I believe that those who have high leadership index are 

able to retain the staff for a longer time, I think that there is a connection". Even Anna 

mentioned this trainee program as a way to find and develop talents within the organization, 

and she also thinks that the closest manager is crucial since it is from this manager employees 

get feedback, that employees do not get to meet politicians. What they mentioned is also 

confirmed by the documents analyzed, mainly the “Policies for Managers”,  that stress the 

important function of the leader in supporting the employees, promoting positive outcomes 

like better health and a better work environment, among others. 

Lisa said that more important than talking about work-life balance, is that the manager be 

aware of the workload and how employees feel: “if I say to my manager that now it's too 

much and my private life is suffering and he does not do anything, it doesn't work". If her 

manager had paid more attention to her situation she would not have left the organization. 

Sarah also confirms this point of view when she says that if her manager were unhappy about 
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the fact she needs flexibility to combine work and family, this would be a reason for her to 

leave, but she is very satisfied with her manager and she gave an example: "Our director is 

good at appreciating others' job: each month we have a meeting where he tells us what's 

going on and give positive feedback to project managers". This reflects the same idea from 

Boselie (2010): “After the introduction of the new system, it is entirely up to the line managers 

to make it work (actual HR practices). If applied correctly, there is a good chance that 

employees will perceive these HR practices positively (…) resulting in a potentially positive 

impact on firm performance” (p.61). 

Furthermore, the manager is important in terms of Perceived Organizational Support (Shore & 

Coyle-Shapiro, 2003) and manager’s being supportive bring positive outcomes like lower 

turnover rates (Gray, 2002).  

Lenny said: "Once you manage to attract candidates, social atmosphere is important (...) 

benefits, wages (...) Leadership I think has enormous importance. A good leader manages to 

retain their employees longer … manages to encourage them, motivate them, engage them in 

a way that extends their working time (at the organization)". Lenny’s idea matches the studies 

that show the benefits of good managerial practices, where family-friendly policies are just a 

part of having a good management (Yamamoto, 2011; Bloom et al., 2010). Since the 

employment relationship is in contanst changes, managers do have an enormous responsibility 

to avoid psychological contract breach (Rousseau, 1996), motivating and retaining employees 

(Ramlall, 2004).  

Image: “Work with the most important” 

The poor image of the public sector, according to Eva, is caused by media focusing on cases 

of bribery and corruption, which are not actually so common in her opinion. Lenny sees poor 

image as something the City of Västerås must confront every day, affecting employees. Anna 

thinks it is important to change the culture whereby it is ok to talk in negative terms about 

public employers. Their point of view is the same as the article on the economist magazine 

“Civilekonomen” about working for the municipality, where it was mentioned that this old 

and negative picture must be changed (Axelsson, 2012). At the same time Lenny is proud to 

work with transparency: “Transparency, we are proud that we are public and everything can 

be seen". 

However, the interviewees do not feel the negative effect of this image problem, even though 

they agree it might be an obstacle to attracting new employees, those who might have a 
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preconceived picture of the municipality, which is in line with Bourhis & Mekkaoui’s study 

that shows that a poor reputation affects employee attraction negatively (2010).  

When asked about the slogan “work with the most important”, all feel that it improves their 

pride, and that it is meaningful to work for the citizens, to build a city. They also think it is 

motivating to work for an organization that is responsible for such broad services, from roads 

and parks to schools and elderly care, and doing the most with tax payers’ money, said Lisa. 

The only exception is Emma, who does not feel more proud about her work as a preschool 

teacher when she thinks of the slogan “work with the most important”, and she would not 

directly recommend the City of Västerås as an employer to other people. Nevertheless, all the 

other interviewees said they would recommend the municipality to other people: "if one is 

looking forward to the most important, working with the most important, then I would 

definitely recommend working with the city”, said Sarah. James adds: "It's nice and it feels 

good to belong to an organization that exists to help citizens; it is worthwhile to work in the 

municipality and the public (sector)". 

Family-friendly practices improve the reputation of the organization, thus being more 

attractive to new applicants (Bourhis & Mekkaoui, 2010) and it also enhances social 

legitimacy (Wood & de Menezes, 2010) and morale (Dex & Scheibl, 1999), as it is clear from  

those interviewees who do not experience psychological contract breach. In addition, from the 

analysis of the documents it is clear that the organization is aware of this image issue and 

struggles to change the “poor image” into the slogan “work with the most important”, 

enhancing pride in work, getting employees to become ambassadors of the organization and 

in that way  retaining, motivating and attracting employees. 

Exit Interview 

The academic literature on psychological contracts stresses on the importance of the exit 

interview in order to find out the reasons why employees leave and to avoid further contract 

breach (Rousseau, 1996). The HR director stated that right now they do not have a standard 

interview and that the closest manager is the one responsible for this concluding dialogue, 

which she thinks is not so good, as people might not be so sincere, and therefore Eva thinks 

that it would be better if a third party conducted this interview. Her opinion was confirmed by 

the other interviewees, who also think that an exit interview should be done by a third party, 

someone neutral, so that employees can be sincere about the reasons why they leave the 

organization. As Anna said: "much of what is asked, one has already an idea about and it 

becomes quite difficult to ask in a neutral way .... So I think the gain would be greater if 
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someone else conducted it (the exit interview)”. Also Lisa adds, about her concluding 

dialogue: "… much of what was hard, he could perhaps have done something about if he had 

wanted and seen it .... There was no reason to talk about it with him… if it was with someone 

else, then maybe I would have told it differently. But that gave neither him nor me anything". 

Lenny adds: "If we would like to systematize this and detect tendencies or trends then it would 

definitely be better if a neutral party could conduct the interview, in order to structure it. 

Then one would be able to see patterns and put them into a database and see the reasons for 

why people leave, thus being able to do something about it.” 

It is clear that having a standard exit interview with a third party would be very enriching for 

the organization, in order to detect contract breaches and improve employee retention, without 

posing an economic burden to the organization. 

Purchaser-Provider Split Model 

As already mentioned in the Literature Review, this theme was not in my interview guide 

from the beginning. But Lisa talked about the purchaser-provider split model at the end of our 

interview, when she mentioned the reasons for heavier workloads and more administration, 

becoming more ineffective. Then I decided to ask the other interviewees about the purchaser-

provider split model, and if they perceived the model as bringing more advantages or 

disadvantages. 

Anna thinks the model has helped the elderly care system to be more effective, but at the 

same time she does not agree on advertising for the elderly care subsidy, as it only increases 

the cost for the whole of society. This issue of the New Public Management is taken up by 

Gustafsson (2000) who questions the positive effects of becoming a market-inspired 

organization on welfare services. Lenny also thinks that the purchaser-provider split model 

may not fit so well it schools and social care, but that at Consulting and Service, where he 

works, it is definitely a great tool for becoming more effective and measuring results.  

The introduction of such a model is a typical case of a change in the psychological contract: 

patients become clients (Bejerot & Astvik, 2009), and not only the practical routine changes, 

but expectations change and the risk of psychological contract violation becomes evident 

(Rousseau, 1996).  

Perhaps the City of Västerås should consider if this model is really effective, not only when it 

comes to economics, but especially as it affects employees and the “clients” (students, 

patients, etc), since it might be problematic to measure performance and effectiveness on 
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schools and elderly care, where the most important is offering welfare, care and quality of life 

to individuals. 

Conclusion and Future Research 

The purpose of this thesis has been to analyze Human Resources practices, such as family-

friendly ones, and the role they play in employee retention, confronting employers’ and 

employees’ perceptions and expectations on their employment relationship, the psychological 

contract, and how these expectations affect employee retention, motivation and attraction.  

Not all scholars agree on the extent to which family-friendly work practices can really be 

perceived as a valuable firm resource. As evident from the many articles and books revised in 

this thesis, some may focus more on the costs of implementing such practices (Bloom et al, 

2010) while others focus on the positive outcomes for the organizations, such as lower quit 

rates and absenteeism, and more loyalty to employer and attractiveness, social legitimacy and 

morale, which does seem to bring better financial outcomes in both the short and the long-

term (Bourhis & Mekkaoui, 2010; Gray, 2002; Yamamoto, 2011; Dex & Scheibl, 1999; 

Wood & de Menezes, 2010).  

It is also clear from the interviews in this case study that the City of Västerås is a public 

employer that strives to be a family-friendly employer in order to offer better work-life 

balance to its employees. The HR director’s as well as managers’ views on factor affecting 

retention and attraction, do not differ drastically from employees’ views, as long as there is no 

psychological contract breach. 

The answers of the preschool teacher, Emma, were considerably different from the other 

interviewees’ answers, and even more negative than Lisa’s answers, the purchaser that had 

already left the organization. It was indeed Eva Little’s suggestion that I interview some 

preschool teacher or a nursing assistant, because Eva was sure that I would get a different 

point of view that could be enriching for this study. She was right. Nevertheless, one wonders 

if the City of Västerås is aware of the colossal gap in expectations between a preschool 

teacher and employees that work in an office. 

Therefore it would be very convenient for the municipality, as an employer, to deepen its 

understanding of psychological contract in employment relationships, since it is the “real 

deal” between employer and employees (Conway & Briner, 2005), and apply this concept as a 

part of its Strategic Human Resources Management. This would contribute to the attraction 
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and retention of employees, an important factor for organizational success (Boselie, 2010; De 

Vos et al., 2005).  

Consequently, having a standard exit interview with a third party seems to be a mandatory 

action to be taken in order to systematize and find out the reasons why employees choose to 

leave the organization. If it is able to detect the causes of psychological contract breach, the 

organization will be able to avoid further breach in the future, or at least take action to 

minimize contract breach outcomes. In order to suceed, it is clear from the interviews and 

from the academic literature, that the closest manager plays a crucial role on keeping track of 

employees expectations throught observing diverse outcomes such as mood, behaviour, 

feelings, performance, etc. Therefore a better understanding of the psychological contract 

should be a stressed issue especially in leadership courses, like the city's next leader program. 

It also seems convenient to adopt the cafeteria systems, even called individualized pay 

systems for benefits and salary, so that individuals can choose the nature and types of rewards 

that suit them best. This is a solution that seems suitable to all types of organizations in the 

new work life. (Boselie, 2010; Lawler III & Finegold, 2000) 

Looking closer at the Swedish context: according to Widener (2007), Sweden is commonly 

cited as “the country with the longest established history of facilitating gender-equal roles in 

work and family life through family policies dating back to the early 1960’s”, but it does not 

mean that there are no conflicts in employment relationships, especially in an era of 

noticeable changes in work life. Even though the labour laws considered strong in Sweden, a 

doctoral dissertation called “Parents at Work” has showed that, in practice, women 

particularly, are still underpriviledged at work as a result of striving to concilliate work and 

family life by using flexible work arrangements or working part-time (Votinius, 2007). 

The Swedish context of employment relationships is indeed a special one, not only for the 

reasons already cited above, but also because of  employees’ strong ties with trade unions and 

a well established welfare system which already provide daycare, schools, and a universal 

health care system. Therefore, future studies should explore ways in which private and public 

organizations endeavor to offer employees work-life balance and which family-friendly 

policies that can be provided, aiming at the individualization of rewards and benefits, as 

claimed by Lawler III and Finegold (2000). 

Moreover, it would also be interesting to study how psychological contract is used by 

pratictioners, particularly in Human Resources departments, looking closer at how it 

influences HR practices and facilitates periods of organizational change when turnover rates 
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might be higher. The correlation of psychological contract’s with attraction, motivation and 

retention of employees in the Swedish context would also be an interesting study. 

Surprisingly, a practitioner publication on HR in Sweden, called “Personal & Ledarskap” 

(Personnel & Leadership) has taken up psychological contract in its latest issue (May 2012), 

like in the UK, where psychological contract is already used by many HR professionals to 

manage employment relationships, and is appearing in practitioners publications (Conway & 

Briner, 2005).  

Considering that all emplyees have a private life, which may include a spouse and children or 

the care of elderly or sick family members, at some point in their lives they might find it hard 

to cope with work and family. Therefore it is crucial to advance in the research on how 

employers and employees can find solutions that favor both, in a win-win situation, since “the 

attraction and retention of talented employees will remain an important factor of competitive 

advantage for organizations, both in times of economic downturn and upheaval” (De Vos, 

Meganck, & Buyens, 2005, p.21). 
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Appendix 

Tables 

Below, the original tables from the article “The Role of the Psychological Contract in Retention 

Management: Confronting HR Managers’ and Employees’ Views on Retention Factors and the 

Relationship with Employees Intention to Stay” (De Vos et al., 2005). 
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Interview guide 

As already mentioned, the interviews in this study were semi-structured. The following are 

some of the most important issues taken up in the interviews, the first ones mostly with 

managers and the last ones mostly with employees. 

- Could you tell me more about The City of Västerås? How and when did you start 

working here? Tell me about your previous studies. 

- Do you consider attracting and retaining employees a challenge? 

- In the Power Point presentation I read about trainee programs, adjusted salaries, and 

reflections about the recruiting needs. How do you work with these issues? What is the 

most important? 

- Could you rank the factors if Table 1? What about Table 2?  

- How important are non-financial compensations? 

- Which professional groups have the highest turnover rates? 

- Do you have an exit interview? 

- Does the HR center have a retention policy? 

- In which ways does the City of Västerås support work-life balance? Is it a family-

friendly organization? 

- What attracted you to this organization? 

- Do you perceive an “image” problem in the public sector? Does it affect you in some 

way? 

- The Employee Survey mentions the lack of ambassadors among employees. Why? 

- How would you rank the factors in Table 2, regarding staying with a job? And the 

fulfillment by the organization? 

- Do you think the City of Västerås strives to offer work-life balance to its employees? 

What about your manager? Do you see the organization as family-friendly? 

- Why do you think some employees choose to leave the organization? 
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- Which measures would be most effective in retaining employees? 

- Which non-financial compensations are most appreciated? 

- What do you think about the concluding dialogue? Would an exit interview with a 

third party be more fruitful? How? 

- What do you think about the purchaser-provider split model? Talk about the 

advantages or disadvantages of this model. 


